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RESPONSE AND RECOVERY TO ENVIRON-
MENTAL CONCERNS FROM THE 2017 HURRI-
CANE SEASON

TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 14, 2017

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT,
COMMITTEE ON ENERGY AND COMMERCE,
Washington, DC.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 10:00 a.m., in Room
2123, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. John Shimkus (chair-
man of the subcommittee) presiding.

Members present: Representatives Shimkus, McKinley, Barton,
Blackburn, Olson, Johnson, Flores, Hudson, Walberg, Carter, Wal-
den (ex officio), Tonko, Ruiz, Peters, Green, DeGette, Dingell, Mat-
sui, and Pallone (ex officio).

Staff present: Ray Baum, Staff Director; Mike Bloomquist, Dep-
uty Staff Director; Allie Bury, Legislative Clerk, Energy and Envi-
ronment; Karen Christian, General Counsel; Jerry Couri, Deputy
Chief Counsel, Environment; Wyatt Ellertson, Professional Staff
Member, Energy and Environment; Adam Fromm, Director of Out-
reach and Coalitions; Theresa Gambo, Human Resources and Office
Administrator; Jordan Haverly, Policy Coordinator, Environment;
A.T. Johnston, Senior Policy Advisor, Energy; Mary Martin, Chief
Counsel, Energy and Environment; Alex Miller, Video Production
Aide and Press Assistant; Tina Richards, Counsel, Environment;
Dan Schneider, Press Secretary; Hamlin Wade, Special Advisor for
External Affairs; Everett Winnick, Director of Information Tech-
nology; Andy Zach, Senior Professional Staff Member, Environ-
ment; Jeff Carroll, Minority Staff Director; Jacqueline Cohen, Mi-
nority Senior Counsel; Caitlin Haberman, Minority Professional
Staff Member; Rick Kessler, Minority Senior Advisor and Staff Di-
rector, Energy and Environment; Jon Monger, Minority Counsel,
Alexander Ratner, Minority Policy Analyst; Andrew Souvall, Minor-
ity Director of Communications, Member Services, and Outreach;
Tuley Wright, Minority Energy and Environment Policy Advisor;
C.J. Young, Minority Press Secretary; and Catherine Zander, Mi-
nority Environment Fellow.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. JOHN SHIMKUS, A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF ILLINOIS

Mr. SHIMKUS. We will ask staff to close the back door, please,
and ask the committee to now come to order, and I will recognize
myself for 5 minutes for an opening statement.
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I want to thank all our witnesses for joining us today. We are
especially grateful for those of you who have traveled significant
distances to be with us today to share your stories about the hurri-
canes that tore through our country this fall and about the impact
of those hurricanes on the environment.

We know that many of you are still in the trenches of dealing
with the response and recovery efforts, so your willingness to take
the time to be here today does not go unnoticed.

This fall, the continental United States and some United States
territories in the Caribbean experienced severe weather from five
hurricanes, including extensive damage due to landfall from four
storms.

Hurricane Harvey impacted Texas and Louisiana; Hurricane
Irma hit Florida, Georgia, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands;
Hurricane Maria, again, hit Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Is-
lands; and Tropical Storm Nate impacted Louisiana and Mis-
sissippi.

The Energy and Commerce Committee is conducting a series of
hearings to look at the response and recovery efforts conducted
during this hurricane season so we can figure out what went well
and what we could we have done better, what we need to do is
going—and what we need to do going forward.

We are also focused on what Congress can do to assist the im-
pacted communities as they work to get back on their feet.

Today we are focused on the environmental impacts of these hur-
ricanes and the response efforts. No two hurricanes are alike, and
a storm’s individual characteristics, like the speed, intensity, and
amount of precipitation, play a large role in the extent of the
storm’s impact on natural resources and the environment.

For example, as we will hear from several of our witnesses, Hur-
ricane Harvey may have significantly impacted several Superfund
sites in Houston because of the record rainfall and flooding.

Likewise, in Puerto Rico, Hurricanes Irma and Maria uncovered
the intensified issues associated with aging and inefficient energy
infrastructure, contaminated sites that are rapidly multiplying,
landfills that are already overflowing, and possibly the most con-
taminated drinking water supply in the United States.

Residents across the island are still without power and reliable
source of—and a reliable source of drinking water. Many are drink-
ing potentially contaminated water because water purification sys-
tems have largely failed in the wake of the storm, and in the mu-
nicipality of Dorado citizens resorted to drinking well water from
Superfund sites.

Today, we will look at the response efforts by the Environmental
Protection Agency and the States for the impacted communities.
We will consider environmental issues in the hurricane-impacted
communities such as the availability of clean drinking water, the
potential for air releases, the impact on Superfund sites and solid
and hazardous waste disposal facilities, and risk management and
emergency response plans.

We hope to hear from the affected EPA regional administrators
about their efforts, what they accomplished, what remains to be
done, and what can be done better in the future and how Congress
can assist.
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We will also hear from several private sector witnesses from aca-
demia as well as people who are serving in the boots-on-the ground
roles in Texas and Puerto Rico, and people who can weigh in on
what needs to be done regarding the drinking water systems in the
affected communities.

Again, I thank all our witnesses for being here. I hope the discus-
sions will start today about the response and recovery efforts, the
National Response Framework, and about whether statutory or
other changes need to be made.

We will adjust the beginning as we continue to oversee and as-
sist the Federal and State governments as they carry out the re-
sponse and recovery efforts for the communities impacted by the
hurricanes.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Shimkus follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. JOHN SHIMKUS

I want to thank all our witnesses for joining us today. We are especially grateful
for those of you who traveled significant distances to be with us today to share your
stories about the hurricanes that tore through our country this fall and about the
impact of those hurricanes on the environment. We know that many of you are still
in the trenches on dealing with the response and recovery efforts, so your willing-
ness to take the time to be here today does not go unnoticed.

This fall, the continental United States and some United States territories in the
Caribbean experienced severe weather from five hurricanes, including extensive
damage due to landfall from four storms. Hurricane Harvey impacted Texas and
Louisiana; Hurricane Irma hit Florida, Georgia, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin
Islands; Hurricane Maria again hit Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands; and
Tropical Storm Nate impacted Louisiana and Mississippi.

The Energy and Commerce Committee is conducting a series of hearings to look
at the response and recovery efforts conducted during this hurricane season so we
can figure out what went well, what we could we have done better, what we need
to do going forward. We are also focused on what Congress can do to assist the im-
pacted communities as they work to get back on their feet.

Today we are focused on the environmental impacts of these hurricanes and the
response efforts. No two hurricanes are alike and the storm’s individual characteris-
tics—like the speed, intensity, and amount of precipitation—play a large role in the
extent of the storm’s impact on natural resources and the environment. For exam-
ple, as we will hear from several of our witnesses, Hurricane Harvey may have sig-
nificantly impacted several superfund sites in Houston because of the record rainfall
and flooding.

Likewise, in Puerto Rico, Hurricanes Irma and Maria uncovered and intensified
issues associated with aging and inefficient energy infrastructure; contaminated
sites that are rapidly multiplying; landfills that are already overflowing; and pos-
sibly the most contaminated drinking water supply in the United States. Residents
across the island are still without power and a reliable source of drinking water.
Many are drinking potentially contaminated water because water purification sys-
tems have largely failed in the wake of the storm and in the municipality of Dorado
citizens resorted to drinking well water from Superfund sites.

Today, we will look at the response efforts by the Environmental Protection Agen-
cy and the States for the impacted communities. We will consider environmental
issues in the hurricane-impacted communities such as the availability of clean
drinking water, the potential for air releases, the impact on superfund sites and
solid and hazardous waste disposal facilities, and risk management and emergency
response plans. We hope to hear from the affected EPA regional administrators
about their efforts—what they accomplished, what remains to be done, and what
can be done better in the future and how Congress can assist.

We will also hear from several private-sector witnesses from academia, as well as
people who are serving in “boots-on-the ground” roles in Texas and Puerto Rico, and
people who can weigh in on what needs to be done regarding the drinking water
systems in the affected communities.

Again, I thank all our witnesses for being here. I hope that the discussions we
start today—about the response and recovery efforts, the National Response Frame-
work, and about whether statutory or other changes need to be made—will be just
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the beginning as we continue to oversee and assist the Federal and State govern-
ments as they carry on the response and recovery efforts for the communities im-
pacted by the hurricanes.

Mr. SHIMKUS. And before I yield back my time, I am going to
yield 30 seconds to Marsha Blackburn.

Mrs. BLACKBURN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

I want to welcome our witnesses. So pleased that everyone is
here. There are so many different aspects to preventing, planning
for, responding to the natural disasters, as the chairman has said,
and these events are taking a toll on our communities, also on our
Nation.

And so much is involved in it—today, the environmental aspects,
but also looking at the health aspects, and we know that they all
have to work hand in hand.

I have got a piece of legislation, H.R. 1876, the Good Samaritan
Health Professionals Act, that deals with that one component of
making certain that people are cared for appropriately.

But we thank you for being here. We want to do what is right,
we want to be helpful to the process, and we want to make certain
that citizens are cared for in these situations.

And I yield back.

Mr. SHIMKUS. Gentlelady yields back her time to me, and before
I turn to the ranking member I also want to mention that we will
have sitting in with us Jenniffer Gonzalez, who is the resident com-
missioner of Puerto Rico. She’s going to be sitting at the dais, but
per committee rule she can’t ask questions, she can’t make an
opening statement. But when she comes, I will make sure I recog-
nize her.

With that, I yield back my time and yield 5 minutes to the rank-
ing member, Mr. Tonko, for 5 minutes.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. PAUL TONKO, A REPRESENTA-
TIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF NEW YORK

Mr. ToNKO. Thank you, Mr. Chair.

It is important that we are holding this hearing and I thank you
for doing that.

I was sad to hear the news that our friend, the former ranking
member of this subcommittee and the current ranking member of
our Health Subcommittee, Gene Green, will be retiring at the end
of the 115th Congress.

I know Gene was here a few moments ago. But I want to thank
him for his friendship and know that he will—and I certainly know
that he will be fighting for disaster assistance for Houstonians for
the next 13 months. So we wish him well.

And I thank all of our witnesses for being here. It is great to
have EPA witnesses join us on this very important topic. I hope
Administrator Pruitt will appear before the subcommittee at some
point in the near future as well.

I want to especially take this opportunity to welcome Adminis-
trator Peter Lopez. Mr. Lopez and I have worked together for many
years. His former Assembly district overlapped a portion of New
York’s 20th Congressional District.

Our constituents were hit hard by Hurricane Irene and Tropical
Storm Lee, and we well know that disasters don’t discriminate.
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Peter, you are an outstanding public servant, and I wish you well
in your new role and it is great to have you at the witness table
today.

Mother Nature does not discriminate. She doesn’t care if you are
a Republican or a Democrat, and our Government must be ready
to respond to help everyone get back on their feet.

So I hope you can take the lessons learned over the years both
in the response and recovery efforts and apply them to assist our
fellow Americans in need now.

We know the recovery effort will be long. But, sadly, in Puerto
Rico and the United States Virgin Islands the response effort is
still underway.

Far too many Americans continue to live without electricity or
safe drinking water and that is simply unacceptable.

On today’s panels we will hear about the work done in the after-
math of Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria, to address environ-
mental concerns.

EPA plays an important role in disaster response by assessing
and restoring water systems and Superfund sites, responding to
chemical and oil spills, and monitoring air quality.

I know there will be a wide variety of issues addressed today in-
cluding Superfund, chemical safety, air emissions, and debris man-
agement.

I am particularly concerned about water systems, which we know
are often aging and in disrepair, even without the stress of a dis-
aster.

There are legitimate questions as to whether State revolving
fund loans are the most appropriate vehicle to get communities
back on their feet following such devastation.

In Texas and in Florida, flood waters were contaminated with
bacteria and toxins. Water included high concentrations of E. coli
as well as elevated levels of lead, arsenic, and other heavy metals.

In Puerto Rico, we have heard stories of people drinking from
and bathing in contaminated rivers. There have been a number of
reported cases of leptospirosis.

The media even reported people using a well located—a well lo-
cated on Superfund site, which only after the fact was determined
to meet Federal drinking water standards.

These examples show the direness of the circumstances that
Americans faced following these disasters—no power, no clean
water, and driven to acts of desperation.

These hurricanes should serve as a reminder that EPA is one of
our Nation’s most essential public health agencies. EPA has impor-
tant work to do as recovery for these disasters begins.

But the drastic proposed reduction to EPA’s budget, personnel,
and environmental safeguards will make it harder to fulfil its mis-
sion including supporting disaster response and disaster recovery.

Preserving a strong EPA is critical to the health of Americans.
These storms have made that clear. A robust EPA will make com-
munities more resilient.

For example, today we will hear about the risks posed to Super-
fund sites by disasters and the work EPA has done to assess these
sites both before and after storms.
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But the best and perhaps only way to mitigate the risks to these
sites is through actual remediation. Reducing funding to the Super-
fund program will not make cleanups happen any quicker and will
not make sites less vulnerable to storms.

I would also be remiss if I did not mention climate change and
the role EPA should be playing in addressing that threat. If we
continue to ignore climate change, increasingly severe disasters
will become the new normal and we can expect many more hear-
ings like this one in the future.

I hope we can work together to ensure EPA has the resources
necessary to support disaster response efforts and make our com-
munities more resilient to disasters before they occur.

I look forward to hearing from the witnesses today and yield
back and, again, thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. SHIMKUS. Gentleman yields back the time.

The Chair now recognizes the chairman of the full committee,
Mr. Walden, for 5 minutes.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. GREG WALDEN, A REPRESENT-
ATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF OREGON

Mr. WALDEN. I thank the gentleman.

Today marks the third hearing our committee has held to exam-
ine the response and recovery efforts for the hurricanes that rav-
aged our communities along the Gulf Coast and our island terri-
tories in the Caribbean.

And I would note for the committee in response to our concern
about the situations especially in the island territories we will be
having a congressional delegation—a pretty high level limited seat-
ing capacity trip—to Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands coming up
most likely early next month to have—get a firsthand look at the
situation. You will get more information as we go along.

Hurricane response and recovery deals with human tragedy.
These storms didn’t just damage property and displace residents.
They delayed dreams and fundamentally altered the lives and for-
tunes of millions of Americans in ways big and small.

While we cannot undo the damage of these storms we can work
to ensure the Federal Government is diligently doing its job to aid
recovery and not making it harder to get that job done.

Public health risks typically associated with natural disasters in-
cluding drinking water contamination and the leeching of haz-
ardous waste are varied and include heightened risk of infectious
disease, as you all know.

These risks can be particularly dangerous for vulnerable popu-
lations such as individuals with immuno suppressed and the elder-
ly and infants, clearly.

Our job this morning is to better understand who in the context
of environmental concerns that bear on public policy is engaging in
the tough work to help speed recovery, what they are doing or not
doing to make hurricane victims lives better and the challenges
they face, when will something resembling normalcy return and
where are the resources coming from to make recovery a reality
and what private efforts can be leveraged. So it is all the who,
what, when, where, and why and how.
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We also need to determine whether the Federal presence is help-
ing or hurting that recovery and, if so, how do we—how do we
change things that need to be changed.

Some of the areas we hope to cover today will have to go
unaddressed for now. We had hoped to have a Puerto Rico solid
waste official testify via video conference about the situation on the
ground there.

Last week, she confirmed she would testify but then, unfortu-
nately, power went down on the island and our ability to commu-
nicate with her was lost.

We also hoped to hear from the Federal Emergency Management
Agency about its work leading response efforts and improving fund-
ing for recovery activities. But they were unable to find someone
who could testify. Pretty remarkable.

We will continue working with FEMA to ensure these questions
are answered so we can feel confident in both statutory authority
and administrative practice, support rational decision making, and
promote the needs on the ground.

That said, I want to welcome our witnesses today. Thank you for
being here. Some of you have come great distances but each of you
has important lessons for our committee to learn and we appreciate
your participation.

I am confident that in the midst of all this bad news you will pro-
vide us some stories of dedication, innovation, gumption, acts of
personal sacrifice, kindness, and courage.

These should inspire us to be equally fearless and committed in
our work ahead. And in this committee and its broad jurisdiction
we do roll up our sleeves and search for solutions to the various
challenges that present themselves after a major disaster and we
want to make sure the agencies under our jurisdiction are well pre-
pare{i, responding appropriately, and that lives are improving as a
result.

If not, we want to know about it so that we can fix it. I expect
that this will be an excellent hearing for us to identify
vulnerabilities and assess what is needed to better prepare and re-
spond to this and future storms and disasters.

So thank you for being here. We look forward to working with
you. I know the former chairman of the committee, the vice chair-
man, has a special announcement he’d like to make now about
some of our folks in the audience who are with us today.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Walden follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. GREG WALDEN

Today marks the third hearing our committee has held to examine the response
and recovery efforts for the hurricanes that ravaged our communities along the Gulf
Coast and our island territories in the Caribbean.

Hurricane response and recovery deals with human tragedy. These storms didn’t
just damage property and displace residents, they delayed dreams and fundamen-
tally altered the lives and fortunes of millions of Americans in ways both big and
small. While we cannot undo the damage of these storms, we can work to ensure
that the Federal Government is diligently working to aid recovery and not making
it harder to get the job done.

Public health risks typically associated with natural disasters, including drinking
water contamination and the leaching of hazardous waste, are varied and include
heightened risk of infectious disease. These risks can be particularly dangerous for
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vulnerable populations such as infants, individuals who may be immunosuppressed,
and the elderly.

Our job this morning is to better understand who, in the context of environmental
concerns that bear on public health, is engaging in the tough work to help speed
recovery, what they are doing or not doing to make hurricane victims’ lives better
and the challenges they face, when will something resembling “normalcy” return,
and where are the resources coming from to make recovery a reality and what pri-
vate efforts can be leveraged. We also need to determine whether the Federal pres-
ence is helping or hurting recovery and, if so, get input on how it needs to change.

Some of the areas we hoped to cover today will have to go unaddressed for now.
We had hoped to have a Puerto Rico solid waste official testify via video conference
about the situation on the ground there. Last week, she confirmed she would testify,
but then power went down on the island and our ability to communicate with her
was lost.

We also hoped to hear from the Federal Emergency Management Agency about
its work leading response efforts and approving funding for recovery activities, but
they were unable to find someone who could testify. We will continue working with
FEMA to ensure these questions are answered so we can feel confident both statu-
tory authority and administrative practice support rational decision making and
promote the needs on the ground.

That said, I want to welcome our witnesses here today. Some of you have come
from great distances, but each of you has important lessons that you will share with
us—and we appreciate it.

I am confident that within the midst of all the bad news, you will provide us sto-
ries of dedication, innovation, gumption, and acts of personal sacrifice and
kindnesses. These should inspire us to be equally fearless and committed in the
work ahead.

In this committee and its broad jurisdiction, we roll up our sleeves and search
for solutions to the various challenges that present themselves after a major dis-
aster. We want to make sure that the agencies under our jurisdiction are well pre-
pared, responding appropriately, and lives are improving. If not, we want to know
about it so we can fix it. I expect that this will be an excellent hearing for us to
identify vulnerabilities and assess what is needed to better prepare and respond to
this and future storms and disasters.

Mr. WALDEN. So with that, Mr. Chairman, I would yield to the
gentleman from Texas the remainder of my time, Mr. Barton.

Mr. BARTON. Well, I thank you, Chairman Walden. Thank you,
Chairman Shimkus and Mr. Tonko, for holding this hearing.

I had the privilege way back when—have been a White House
fellow under President Reagan back in 1981 and part of 1982 and
today I have the current class of White House fellows on their visit
to the Hill.

They are in the back lefthand corner. They are 14 of the best and
brightest young Americans. They work for Cabinet secretaries or
agency heads. They are full of vim and vinegar, and I told them
they are in the best committee in the House. So we want to wel-
come our White House fellows and wish them the very best in the
years ahead.

[Applause.]

I also want to welcome our two Texas witnesses, Dr. Shaw and
Mr. Sam Coleman. Mr. Coleman is the acting regional adminis-
trator, Region 6, at EPA in Dallas, and Dr. Brian Shaw is head of
the TCEQ down in Austin, Texas. They are both good men and
good friends of mine. We welcome them to the committee.

With that, I yield back, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. SHIMKUS. Gentleman yields back his time.

The Chair now recognizes the ranking member of the full com-
mittee, Mr. Pallone.
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OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. FRANK PALLONE, JR., A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF NEW JER-
SEY

Mr. PALLONE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Environmental impacts from this season’s hurricanes have
wreaked havoc and continue to threaten public health in serious
and unacceptable ways.

The Federal Government’s response to these hurricanes has been
disorganized and in the instance of both Puerto Rico and the Virgin
I?%ands it has been too little and too late and we must step up our
efforts.

Two weeks ago, the Subcommittee on Energy held a hearing fo-
cused on energy infrastructure recovery efforts, which is a central
and ongoing concern, and last week we saw a major setback in the
recovery of the electric grid in Puerto Rico when a repair trans-
mission line failed.

And today, more than two months after Hurricane Maria, more
than half of the island is still without power and that is adversely
affecting everything from health care to access to safe drinking
water.

This lack of electricity puts lives at risk and must be addressed.
Unfortunately, at this point, it does not appear that any agency
within the Federal Government is standing up and taking full con-
trol of this effort.

The Army Corps and FEMA say the other is in charge and that
is unacceptable. Someone needs to take the lead now.

This is also far from the only challenge facing communities in
Texas, Florida, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands.

First and foremost is the lack of safe drinking water. This has
been a problem in all of the areas affected by these hurricanes and
it continues to threaten lives.

The severity of these issues show the weaknesses in our drinking
water infrastructure and how important it is for our drinking water
systems to be more resilient to extreme weather and climate
change.

Drinking water infrastructure has been a priority for this sub-
committee this year and an issue that we have worked on together,
and several of the provisions included in the committee’s bipartisan
drinking water bill could have helped water systems prepare for
these storms.

But I think we are learning that we need to do even more and
that we need to provide more resources to these affected areas, and
I hope that we can continue to work together in a bipartisan man-
ner to address the concerns we hear about today.

Superfund sites also pose serious risks when natural disasters
strike. Several of these dangerous sites were damaged during this
hurricane season and we are still struggling to understand the
health impacts of that damage.

An extreme—as extreme weather events become more frequent,
it is even more important that we clean up Superfund sites quickly
and thoroughly.

With greater funding for Superfund cleanups we might have
avoided some of the damage we have seen and, again, I hope my
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Repulﬁican colleagues will join me in working to address this issue
as well.

And these hurricanes have also led to significant air pollution
with real public health impacts. In Texas, we saw an accidental re-
lease of benzene at the Valero refinery and a dangerous series of
chemical fires at the Arkema plant.

In Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands, we continue to see dan-
gerously high air emissions from diesel generators which could
worsen dramatically as debris management efforts being in ear-
nest.

And if we can’t get the power turned back on soon, if we can’t
get safe drinking water out to our citizens, more Americans are
going to die. This is a humanitarian crisis and we must do every-
thing we can to fix it.

As Congress prepares the next emergency spending bill, we need
to consider all these environmental concerns and do what is nec-
essary to protect human health and the public welfare.

We can and should be doing more to increase access to safe
drinking water, to secure and remediate Superfund sites, and to
limit air pollution.

So I just want to thank the witnesses who traveled here today
from Texas, Puerto Rico, from the Virgin Islands, and from Geor-
gia, and, Mr. Chairman, I look forward to hearing from you. I don’t
know if any of our Democratic members want the time.

If not, I will yield back.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Pallone follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. FRANK PALLONE, JR.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Environmental impacts from this season’s hurricanes
have wreaked havoc and continue to threaten public health in serious and unaccept-
able ways. The Federal Government’s response to these hurricanes has been dis-
organized and in the instance of both Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands, it has
been, too little, too late. We must step up our efforts.

Two weeks ago, the Subcommittee on Energy held a hearing focused on energy
infrastructure recovery efforts, which is a central and ongoing concern. Last week
we saw a major setback in the recovery of the electric grid in Puerto Rico, when
a repaired transmission line failed. And today—more than two months since Hurri-
cane Maria—more than half of the island is still without power. That is adversely
affecting everything from health care to access to safe drinking water. This lack of
electricity puts lives at risk, and must be addressed. Unfortunately, at this point
it does not appear that any agency within the Federal Government is standing up
and taking full control of this effort. The Army Corps and FEMA say the other is
in charge. That’s unacceptable—someone needs to take the lead now.

This is also far from the only challenge facing communities in Texas, Florida,
Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands. First and foremost is the lack of safe drinking
water. This has been a problem in all of the areas affected by these hurricanes, and
it continues to threaten lives. The severity of these issues show the weaknesses in
our drinking water infrastructure and how important it is for our drinking water
systems to be more resilient to extreme weather and climate change.

Drinking water infrastructure has been a priority for this subcommittee this year,
and an issue we have worked on together. Several of the provisions included in the
committee’s bipartisan drinking water bill could have helped water systems prepare
for these storms. But I think we are learning that we need to do even more, and
that we need to provide more resources to these affected areas. I hope we can con-
tinue to work together in a bipartisan manner to address the concerns we hear
about today.

Superfund sites also pose serious risks when natural disasters strike. Several of
these dangerous sites were damaged during this hurricane season, and we are still
struggling to understand the health impacts of that damage. As extreme weather
events become more frequent, it is even more important that we clean up Superfund
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sites quickly and thoroughly. With greater funding for Superfund cleanups, we
might have avoided some of the damage we have seen. Again, I hope my Republican
colleagues will join me in working to address this issue.

These hurricanes have also led to significant air pollution with real public health
impacts. In Texas, we saw an accidental release of benzene at the Valero refinery
and a dangerous series of chemical fires at the Arkema plant. In Puerto Rico and
the Virgin Islands, we continue to see dangerously high air emissions from diesel
generators, which could worsen dramatically as debris management efforts begin in
earnest.

If we can’t get the power turned back on soon, if we can’t get safe drinking water
out to our citizens, more Americans are going to die. This is a humanitarian crisis
and we must do everything we can to fix it.

As Congress prepares the next emergency spending bill, we need to consider all
of these environmental concerns and do what is necessary to protect human health
and the public welfare. We can and should be doing more to increase access to safe
drinking water, to secure and remediate Superfund sites, and to limit air pollution.

I want to thank the witnesses who have traveled here today from Texas, from
Puerto Rico, from the Virgin Islands, and from Georgia. I look forward to hearing
from you.

Mr. SHIMKUS. Gentleman yields back his time.

We want to thank all our witnesses for being here today and tak-
ing the time to testify before the subcommittee.

Today’s witnesses will have an opportunity to give an opening
statement followed by a round of questions from the Members. Of
cours(eiz, your full statements are going to be submitted for the
record.

Our first witness panel for today’s hearing will include Mr. Peter
Lopez, regional administrator, Region 2, Environmental Protection
Agency; Mr. Trey Glenn, regional administrator, Region 4, of the
Environmental Protection Agency; Mr. Sam Coleman, acting re-
gional administrator, Region 6, Environmental Protection Agency;
and Dr. Brian Shaw, chairman of the Texas Department of Envi-
ronmental Quality.

And with that, we will turn first to Mr. Lopez. You have 5 min-
utes, sir.

Welcome.

STATEMENTS OF PETER D. LOPEZ, REGIONAL ADMINIS-
TRATOR, REGION 2, ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGEN-
CY; TREY GLENN, REGIONAL ADMINISTRATOR, REGION 4,
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY; SAMUEL J. COLE-
MAN, ACTING REGIONAL ADMINISTRATOR, REGION 6, ENVI-
RONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY; AND BRYAN W. SHAW,
PH.D., CHAIRMAN, TEXAS COMMISSION ON ENVIRONMENTAL
QUALITY

STATEMENT OF PETER D. LOPEZ

Mr. Lopez. Thank you, Chairman Shimkus and Chairman Wal-
den, Ranking Members Tonko and Pallone, and fellow Energy and
Commerce Committee members.

I am Pete Lopez. I am the regional administrator for Region 2,
which includes all of New York, New Jersey, the Virgin Islands,
and eight federally recognized Indian Nations.

It is a privilege to join you today for this important conversation,
and my testimony today, please understand, is a snapshot of what’s
happening as a result of Hurricanes Irma and Maria.
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Please understand that we are very much in an emergency re-
sponse mode and that the testimony we offer today is subject to
change on a daily basis. So we are doing our best here.

Just to preface, in my years as a member of the State legislature,
I was intensely involved in a response very similar to what’s hap-
pened in the Caribbean.

So in upstate New York in 2011, we were ravaged by Hurricane
Irene and Tropical Storm Lee. Mr. Tonko and I were partners there
working on this issue.

In this instance, my parents were homeless. My family was
homeless. We had eight feet of water in my village. A similar situa-
tion with infrastructure, communications, power grids. The socio-
economic conditions very much the same.

If you understand New York geography, northern Appalachia,
what we found—and this is a critical issue for the committee and
for the administration—is that the more disadvantaged the com-
munity, the more painful and slow the recovery.

So I can’t understate that message, and I just wanted to bring
it to the committee’s conscious thought.

Recently, I had a chance to travel to Puerto Rico, and it was with
my colleague, Deputy McCabe, who is with me today, and I was
struck by the incredible destruction, and I have to tell you that the
sights, the sounds, the smells were all too familiar.

And as with Irene and Lee, I also have family on the islands in
the Arecibo and Camuy area. The Lopez family and Corderos are
there, as well, and we are very concerned about their safety.

The focus of the trip was not just to be on the ground but to con-
nect. We met with leaders. We met with leaders of the territories
and the Commonwealth, local officials, and our main goal was to
connect with them, to identify problems and issues and really help
them problem solve.

So we are very committed, and I have to say the experience was
both sobering but also galvanizing. I found that my colleagues on
the ground are very passionate about the work they are doing and
treat individuals as subjects, not objects. We are concerned about
individual families, communities, and the integrity of the entire
population.

As was noted by some of the introductory remarks, a major chal-
lenge remains with the power grid, and here, as you can imagine,
virtually everything relies on electricity.

So whether it is pollution controls at Superfund sites, drinking
water and wastewater system operation, all of those things are
challenged.

Our response has been working with FEMA and Army Corps to
place strategically placed generators at key locations. The chal-
lenge, of course, is that it provides an alternate power source, but
reliability in the long term is at risk here.

So they require fuel, and even the generators themselves are
subject to mechanical failure. So, as we try to run around the is-
land, we are challenged with the electricity issue.

I just want to say in their defense—for both FEMA and Army
Corps—their job is unprecedented, and I don’t want to draw too
much of a parallel to Europe after World War II, where we talk
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about the Marshall Plan and off script a little, but the challenges
on the island are unique.

So, in defense of our colleagues with FEMA and Army Corps,
their job is extraordinary.

EPA has about 325 employees and contractors on the ground in
Puerto Rico and in the Virgin Islands. We hope to have that num-
ber increased to about 400 in December.

In your testimony, you’ll see greater detail on the status of drink-
ing water facilities, hazardous waste facilities, wastewater treat-
ment, Superfund sites, hazardous debris, comingled debris, and
sunken vessels. You’'ll see all that in front of you in your testimony.

Just as a quick note, we’ve made great progress. We still face a
number of challenges. Outside of the power, we have been dealing
with waste—medical waste that has been building up due to
logistical limitations.

Many roads are still impassable and, as you know, weather con-
ditions have further compromised with mudslides and flooding.
That includes area flooding, chronic flooding, as well as destruction
to other property.

So accessibility on the island is an ongoing challenge. Humani-
tarian aid: We have stepped out of our comfort zone, and where we
are the first responders, we are bringing additional humanitarian
aid with our staff as we go into the mountainous terrain.

So looking to the future, quickly, we know there are unique chal-
lenges. The issue of backup power: We heard reference to what do
we do for the future. Having backup power and supplies on the is-
land is critical.

Positioning those supplies in key areas, particularly with storms
advancing, would be very helpful. And, again, we know there are
opportunities for improvement always, but we welcome the commit-
tee’s engagement and thank you for this opportunity to be here
with you.

Thank you so much, Chairman.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Lopez follows:]
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Good morning Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member and fellow Energy and Commerce
Committee members, 1 am Pete Lopez, Regional Administrator for EPA’s Region 2, which
covers New Jersey, New York, Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands and eight federally-
recognized Indian Nations. Thank you for the privilege of joining you today for this important
conversation. My testimony today is a snapshot of EPA Region 2’s response phase to hurricanes

Irma and Maria.

EXPERIENCE WITH IRENE AND LEE:

In my years of experience as a New York State Legislator, I was intensely involved in a
response 1o a very similar situation to Irma and Maria. In 2011, upstate NY was hit by Hurricane
Irene and Tropical Storm Lee. Here, my parents and family members were left homeless and 6
out of 7 of my counties were placed in states of emergency. My region faced similar devastation
and had similar geographical features and similar socioeconomic conditions. Throughout my
experience with Irene and Lee, I developed an understanding of how complicated it can be for
areas to recover, and I learned that the more disadvantaged the community, the slower and more

painful the recovery.

Page 1 of 7
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IRMA, MARIA AND THE CARIBBEAN:

Let me turn to EPA’s effort in Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands. [ traveled to
Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands the week of October 16. I was, of course, struck by the
incredible destruction in the wake of the hurricanes, but I was also immensely impressed with the
resilience of the people. The focus of my trip was not to simply observe EPA’s work, but also to .
strengthen relationships with Commonwealth, Territory and local officials and find solutions to
pressing local problems. The experience was both sobering and galvanizing. I saw the incredible
needs, and witnessed the urgency with which EPA and our other partners are working to meet
these challenges.

A major challenge in the response and recovery efforts for Puerto Rico and the U.S.
Virgin Islands communities, as well as for the responding agencies, remains the lack of
electricity. Virtually everything relies on electricity, including drinking water and wastewater
systems, pollution controls and treatment systems at Superfund sites. Generators have provided
an alternative power source, but are not a reliable long term solution, as they require fuel and
experience mechanical failures. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, FEMA and the
Commonwealth and Territory governments are working hard to tackle the electricity issue, and 1
applaud their efforts amid the extraordinary complications presented by the island setting and the
age and condition of the power plants electrical grids. I encourage the continued support of these
agencies as they make progress in this very difficult arena so that EPA and our partners can

better assist communities in their recovery efforts.

EPA Region 2 has about 325 employees and contractors involved in the response, with

about 230 on the ground in Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands. The following is the status

Page2 of 7
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report as of November 11, 2017, resulting from our work with the governments of Puerto Rico
and the U.S. Virgin Islands, as well as with our many federal partners:

* In Puerto Rico, 20 of 115 drinking water plants are out of service;

* EPA has helped assess all 237 independent smaller rural community drinking water
systems not operated by PRASA. Where systems need repair, the EPA is working
with FEMA, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and local NGOs to help get the
needed repairs, and in some cases to install solar power to these systems;

* Inthe U.S. Virgin Islands, EPA has taken well over 1000 drinking water samples.
This information is being used to determine where disinfection of systems is needed.
EPA is offering assistance to VI officials to support follow up visits to those sites that
have been impacted,;

*  We have completed about 340 assessments of facilities covered by hazardous waste,
risk management, and spill prevention regulations. Of these assessments, 253 are in
Puerto Rico and 86 in the U.S. Virgin Islands, While there was damage at some of
these facilities, there were no major releases or spills reported;

¢ EPA has conducted about 266 wastewater treatment assessments, including plants,
pump stations and trunk lines. Of these, 233 were in Puerto Rico and 33 in the U.S.
Virgin Islands;

¢ In Puerto Rico, 4 of the 51 wastewater treatment plants operated by PRASA are out
of service. Of the 800 pump stations in Puerto Rico, about 106 are overflowing

sewage due to lack of power, malfunctioning generators or damage;

Page 3 of 7



17

*  Many of the USVI wastewater plants on St. Thomas, St. Croix and St. John are
operating, though some plants and pump stations are damaged or blocked by storm
debris;

¢ EPA has assessed all 36Superfund and oil sites and has not found major spills or
releases, though some sites do have damage;

¢ EPA is working with local jurisdictions and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to
collect hazardous debris — household hazardous waste, white goods (i.e., heavy
consumer durables such as for example, air conditioners, refrigerators, and stoves),
electronics, as well as orphaned containers found in some communities. EPA has
already collected more than 7,400 small containers, drums, and tanks in Puerto Rico
and U.S. Virgin Islands;

*  We are also coordinating with Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands and the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers to handle other, often comingled debris. Where vegetative
debris is concerned, we are working to support composting efforts and will be
providing fine particle monitoring where local and state officials choose to burn
woody debris using special devices;

* EPA is working closely with the U.S. Coast Guard as they address the nearly 800

sunken vessels and the resulting debris and small oil spills.

CHALLENGES:
We have made great progress, but have much work ahead of us, and face a few serious
challenges in addition to the overarching concern of providing electricity across Puerto Rico and

the U.S. Virgin Islands:
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Due to the lack of power from the utilities in both Puetto Rico and the U.S. Virgin
Islands, there continues to be a need for a large number of generators. To help address
this need, the EPA has issued some exceptions from current legal requirements to
allow additional generators and fuel supplics to be used in Puerto Rico and U.S.
Virgin Islands.

* In addition of other forms of waste, medical waste had been building up due to
logistical limitations with the specialized shipping containers needed to move medical
waste from the islands to the mainland for disposal. In the U.S. Virgin Islands, EPA is
addressing this potential public health threat and has so far collected approximately
six tons of stockpiled medical waste from the Gov. Juan F. Luis Hospital and Medical
Center on St. Croix and 29 tons of medica